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In response to the Covid-19 Pandemic, new and varied platforms of instruction have become
commonplace across all content areas of higher education. As a result, faculty are faced with the
challenge of individualizing and differentiating instruction more than ever before. As outlined in
High-Leverage Practices for K-12 Special Education Teachers (McLeskey et al., 2017), successful
teaching at all levels requires skill in 4 intertwined components of practice: collaboration,
assessment, social/ emotional/behavioral practices, and instruction. Incorporating aspects from
each component of practice into higher education courses can help faculty improve engagement
and enhance learning outcomes for all students.

As the Covid-19 Pandemic swept across the world, faculty in higher education
across all content areas and disciplines were tasked with rapidly transitioning
from in-person classes to any number of new and varied platforms for instruction.
Whether instruction occurred in face-to-face, masked, and socially distanced
classes; self-paced online courses; synchronous virtual sessions; or some
combination of these, faculty encountered struggles. Some of the struggles
included accessibility and accountability, engagement and participation, and
quality and rigor of instruction. Students encountered their own challenges
as college and university campuses closed. Whether it involved losing reliable
internet access in their dorms or computer labs, or managing financial situations
to meet their basic needs, students of all backgrounds and levels of performance
experienced less social interaction, more isolation, and a variety of other obstacles
to the higher education learning environment they had previously known or
anticipated experiencing (Lederer et al., 2021).
As the world slowly resumes some sense of normalcy, institutes of higher
education will likely continue to offer courses in a variety of formats. With
increased emphasis on recruiting and retaining a broader range of students,
faculty must not lose sight of the true goal of instruction, which is to facilitate
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learning. As outlined in the CEC High-Leverage Practices for K-12 Special Education
Teachers (McLeskey et al., 2017), successful teaching at all levels and across all
disciplines requires skill in 4 intertwined components of practice: collaboration,
assessment, social/ emotional/behavioral practices, and instruction. Originally
developed as a project by the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) with the goal
of identifying methods for supporting special education teacher candidates as
they learn to use effective practices in their classrooms, High Leverage Practices
(HLPs) can assist higher education faculty in providing the individualized and
differentiated instruction required to increase student engagement and improve
student learning across a variety of instructional platforms. In the sections which
follow, brief examples of how specific high leverage practices (HLPs) can be
incorporated into higher education courses demonstrate that HLPs are not just for
special education anymore.

Components of Practice
HLP1: Collaborate with professionals to increase student success
The first component of practice focuses on collaboration. Collaboration has always
been a foundational underpinning of special education, yet collaborative efforts
are a critical component of successful instruction in all levels of education. As
recent challenges present opportunities for new ways to meet student needs, we
must intentionally focus on effective collaboration, both in our interactions and in
our content. However, faculty must plan for effective collaboration.
The first opportunity for effective collaboration is serving as role models as
we communicate expectations, respond to students, and respond to student
behaviors. We must also develop and adjust our instruction by providing
opportunities to learn, practice, and experience collaborative practices. One
activity to support both faculty interactions and students' knowledge of
collaboration is to consider what is “Beneath the Surface” using the image of
an iceberg (Facing History and Ourselves, 2021). By providing a vignette or case
story that addresses real-world challenges, both faculty and students can explore
complexities that are often unknown or unseen. Faculty can begin to better
understand student challenges and students can learn to identify behaviors
and attitudes of others. Participants then brainstorm or discuss what might lie
hidden beneath the surface driving specific behaviors and attitudes. Examples
might include time management or stress related to working from home while
simultaneously caring for children. As with the hidden part of the iceberg, these
factors may not be visible, yet they can be immense. With further discussion,
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this activity provides awareness and an immediately useful tool for faculty when
interacting with students and for student engagement with content.
Alex’s Story:
Faculty provide or share the following story: Alex is a graduate student,
who despite success in previous semesters, has been very inconsistent in
the current semester. When Alex submitted assignments on time, they were
stellar, however about 50% of the time she didn’t submit or submitted late.
When the instructor attempted to reach out to Alex, her responses, if any,
were sometimes curt. At other times, she emailed 10 times in one evening,
expecting the instructor to respond immediately. During classroom Zoom
sessions she had her camera off and her microphone muted. Occasionally
she engaged in the chat box. Alex’s behavior is making the instructor feel as
though she no longer cares about this course or her degree.
Faculty asks: “What behaviors did you observe in Alex?” Generate a list
Faculty asks: “What do we know about icebergs?” Guide to the response
that what is beneath the surface is always much bigger than what we see.
Faculty asks: “What could be beneath the surface in Alex’s story?”
Faculty provide the rest of the story: What the instructor didn’t know is
that Alex took a second job at the beginning of this year. She is juggling
a full-time course load and two jobs. She was barely managing when her
father was diagnosed with COVID. While she is delighted that he is home
and somewhat recovered, he is in need of support for a few weeks. The
only option is to go to his home and care for him. Unfortunately, high
speed internet has not been one of his priorities, so late in the evening Alex
heads into the small town nearby to find a Wi-Fi connection and accomplish
as much as possible from her vehicle.
Faculty Wrap up: “We may never completely know or understand what
is happening beneath the surface, but by understanding this model of
effective collaboration we can better handle how we respond.

HLP4: Use Multiple Sources of Information to Develop a Comprehensive
Understanding of a Student’s Strengths and Needs
Assessment is the second component of practice described in the HLP document,
with HLP4 stressing the importance of gathering information from a variety of
sources so that results and data can be aggregated and interpreted to create an
individualized learner profile for each student. At first glance it might be hard
Agile Teaching & Learning: Approaches and Applications: Proceedings of the 2021 Pedagogion / 3

to imagine how this HLP can be applied in higher education. However, upon
further consideration, it becomes evident that an important first step in gathering
information relates back to the first component of practice: collaboration. Getting
to know things such as student backgrounds, language, and culture, as well as
interests, motivations, and aspirations can assist faculty in identifying possible
barriers to learning that can be discussed and addressed early on. It is important
to note that language in this context not only refers to different languages
actually spoken by students, but also to a range of language-based abilities, from
reading and writing skills to answering questions in class, that can impact student
performance and participation. One means of learning about students early on
in a course is through targeted ice-breaker activities either in person or through
apps such as Flipgrid (https://info.flipgrid.com/) or Padlet (https://padlet.com/).
Possible student prompts include: “What’s your favorite hobby?” or “What is the
most interesting/unusual etc. thing or a little-known fact about yourself?” It’s
also a good idea to ask students what they hope to learn in each class. Getting
to know students is also important in becoming a reflective educator, one who
continuously analyzes the effect and effectiveness of their own instruction. These
initial conversations often make later interactions more comfortable and can be
built upon throughout the semester either before, during, or after class, or with
scheduled individual check-in meetings.
Information gathering in higher education, however, goes beyond getting to
know one’s students. Student performance on chapter tests, midterms, and finals
remains one of the primary ways in which instructors evaluate learning. These
types of evaluations are considered summative assessments because they are
given at the end of instruction and used in determining the quantity and quality
of learning that has taken place. They tend to be high stakes, with results directly
tied to a course grade. The HLPs, however, suggest that use of an alternate
method of assessment referred to as classroom or formative assessments.
Formative assessments are non-graded, planned, and ongoing activities that
are used by students and teachers during learning and teaching to improve
understanding (CCSS0, 2018). They provide information about student learning
during the learning process, allowing teachers to make changes as needed
while at the same time providing students with the opportunity to monitor their
own learning. Through the use of formative assessments, teachers are able to
understand, predict, and recognize student errors and misconceptions and then
provide the support needed for students to become more self-directed learners.
The goal of formative assessment is to monitor learning as it is happening. Things
like low stakes quizzes, opportunities to revise and resubmit, and polls during class
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are all examples of formative assessments that make the teacher and student
partners in teaching and learning through the process of continual redesign,
evaluation, and revision of instruction.

HLP 7: Establish a consistent, organized, and respectful learning environment
The Social/Emotional/Behavioral component is third in the list of practices
outlined in the HLPs. Establishing a consistent, organized, and respectful learning
environment (HLP 7), is critical in the development of social-emotional learning.
Engaging students in social-emotional learning (SEL) at the postsecondary level
involves building supportive communities by connecting students to academic
content through creative, hands-on, meaningful instruction that fosters positive
emotions and makes real-world connections (Elmi, 2020). SELs are addressed
across five competencies: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
relationship building and decision making. Embedding SEL competencies into
classroom instruction supports the development of peer relationships, conflict
resolution, empathy, responsible decision-making, and a broader equity lens (e.g,
Elmi, 2020; CASEL, 2021). Faculty can build these elements by embedding SELs
within course expectations as well. Assignments that include attention to detail,
reflection, and perceptiveness help to build self-awareness and self-management
while learning academic content. Clear classroom expectations, predictability, and
consistent routines help to build mutual respect. Structuring routines to allow
time to review assignment due dates, clarify expectations, and cover content in
both face-to-face and online settings can help alleviate stress that may interfere
with the learning process. Cultural responsiveness also fosters strong respectful
relationships. Faculty must ensure their content is culturally relevant and
addresses any potential biases. Some examples of potential teacher bias include:
thinking that students will ask for help if they need it, anticipating that students
with strong accents will be poor writers, assuming that those who do not write
well will not understand the content, and believing that students who identify
with certain culture groups know more about that group and are willing to share
with others. Biases can shape content, delivery methods, and assessments.
Examples that assist faculty to reduce implicit bias include expanding content
to include various perspectives across race, culture, and ethnicity, engaging in
collaborative activities with students, introducing empathy building activities,
monitoring language usage, practicing blind grading, and implementing flexible
grouping. Content should be accessible to everyone. Presenting materials using a
variety of methods that include clear, written directions, oral instructions, videobased vignettes, and transcripts can help ensure equal access.
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Predictability, reliability, and cultural responsiveness are essential elements in
establishing a strong classroom culture. However, behavioral concerns are equally
important. As mentioned previously, discovering what lies beneath the surface
provides an avenue for empathy building. Whether face-to-face or online, direct
observations of class engagement, peer interaction, and evaluation of formative
assessments can provide additional sources of information that are necessary to
help with student success. Advisors and instructors should serve as the first point
of contact for students who are facing academic or behavioral challenges related
to COVID-19 or other life circumstances. By developing and sharing a brief list of
on-campus and community resources with students, faculty can foster a caring
environment and strengthen relationships.

HLP 17: Use Flexible Grouping
By implementing the previously mentioned components of practice, we have
built the foundation for the last component of practice, instruction. Among
the variety of instructional practices, flexible grouping (HLP 17), can be easily
implemented in both virtual and face-to-face higher education classes. It is a
hallmark of universal design (CAST, 2018). When using flexible grouping, educators
place students in small learning groups that allow opportunities for collaborative
learning across settings, content, and student strengths (Merrigan, 2018). Faculty
develop groups through evaluating student information such as major, grade point
average, or other information self-reported by students. This information can be
gained through accessing student profiles or creating self-report surveys in which
students rate their own levels of knowledge, skills, or comfort with a specific
concept being learned.
Groups can be of four different types, each of which serve a different purpose
within the classroom. Refer to Table 1 for the definition, purpose, and benefit
of each flexible grouping type. Understanding each type can help faculty select
grouping styles that meet their needs, providing a method incorporating
differentiation and inclusive practices.
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Table 1. Flexible Grouping Types

Grouping
Types
Whole Class

Definition

Whole class
serves as one
group
Homogeneous Students of
similar abilities,
knowledge
levels, and/or
characteristics are
placed in groups
Heterogeneous Students of
different abilities,
knowledge
levels, and/or
characteristics are
placed in groups
Individualized Groups of
individual
students

Purpose

Benefit

Delivering new
content

Allows all students to
receive initial instruction

Providing tiered
group work
and targeted
interventions.

Allows teacher to
implement tiered
activities or targeted
interventions

Fostering creative Promotes inclusivity and
thinking and
creative problem solving
collaboration
skills
Providing
remediation and
teaching time
management and
responsibility

Allows teacher to
provide one-onone remediation
and students to set
goals and work on
self-management/
monitoring skills

Conclusion
The landscape of higher education faces new and ongoing challenges that must be
addressed in order to truly facilitate learning across a wide variety of instructional
platforms and among the increasingly diverse population of students. The field
of special education has a long history of focusing on inclusive and differentiated
classrooms, yet many of these practices are easily transferable across culturally
diverse populations and instructional settings. The High Leverage Practices
resource, though originally created to support special education teachers in
meeting the needs of their students, provides sound pedagogical foundations
which can be applied in higher education settings to improve teaching and
learning. By implementing the HLPs described here, faculty in higher education
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can identify effective strategies for collaboration, understand multiple sources
of data, build mutually respectful relationships, and design effective grouping
strategies. When intentionally combined and thoughtfully implemented, these
practices can improve learning outcomes as well as the learning environment for
both students and faculty.
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